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Poliuto and Les Martyrs
Thorough comparison of the lead tenors

Sumiharu Sekiguchi

Abstract

This document clarifies the distinction between the lead tenors of two operas,
Poliuto and Les Martyrs, composed by Gaetano Donizetti (1797-1848), with a
particular focus on the comparison of vocal range.

Poliuto was written in 1838 for its premier at the Teatro San Carlo in Naples.
However, the opera was banned for censorship reasons; it was held in that era that
martyrdom of a Christian saint should not be seen on stage. Because of this trouble,
Donizetti left Naples for Paris, where he revised and renamed Poliuto with French text
to Les Martyrs.

Though some changes were made, Poliuto and Les Martyrs were fundamentally the
same opera. However, the characteristics of the lead tenors differed significantly,
especially in the vocal range.

A specific scene was chosen to compare the vocal range of both tenors. An objective
was identified wherein a chart was assigned a numeric value to the vocal range in the
lead tenor parts. In addition, the connection between melody and vocal range was
analyzed.

Consequently, it was revealed that there was a decisive difference in the required
vocal ranges. It was established that tenors with different qualities were required. In
Poliuto, tenors with a sound close to baritone are appropriate, because the highest note
is A4 and distribution of the range centers around a midrange. On the other hand, in
Les Martyrs, tenors with a lighter sound and who have a very wide upper range are
appropriate because the required range reaches F5.
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